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      Canry was lost—no—taken.

      Empress Ashari ignored her attendants. She knew they would report back to her mate, Emperor Valdor Vondorian, yet she cared not. She was hollow inside, the pain turning into a numbness that ate at her core until there was nothing left for her to feel. She refused to pretend everything was normal, for it was not. Nothing would ever be normal again because he was gone. Stolen. Her youngest son, Canry, had disappeared in the Waters of Poseidon two short moons ago, yet it seemed like yesterday.

      Ashari slipped a hand under the cream-colored pillow and pulled out Canry's little nightshirt. She had made the weave herself from the finest spyder silk. Ashari handled the material carefully, for her claws were ragged from nervous chewing, and she did not wish for the fine thread to catch on them. Her eyes burned as she tenderly fingered the colorful clothing. Her heart might have been hollow, but her tears were rivers that fed the sea.

      She wondered what she could have done differently. All Mar'Sani younglings were introduced to the Waters of Poseidon when they reached six moons of age. She and Valdor had been delighted at how quickly Canry had taken to the waters, more so than the twins or his sister, Shaneva. The youngling had been swimming, diving perfectly at her side and slithering through the water, his black scales glistening in the sunshine. The thick-scaled ridge that ran along his spine and down his tail was beginning to turn red, a sign of his royal blood. Canry splashed Ashari then dived into the water… never to surface again.

      Within moments everyone searched for the royal youngling. Those who lived in the waters combed the depths yet found nothing. Canry was simply gone—disappeared—with no trace or body to be found.

      He had vanished.

      Never in Mar'Sani history had a youngling or adult been lost in the Waters of Poseidon. For days Ashari refused to leave the shoreline of the Great Sea in hopes her son would find his way back home. She spent hours diving and swimming until she was overcome by exhaustion and her attendants pulled her ashore.

      Eventually, she accepted the fact Canry would not be coming home. She took to her sick bed and there she stayed. Every day she ate a little less. Her mate, Valdor, tried his best to console her, but there was little he could do. Poseidon had, for some unknown reason, taken her son, and in a few short summers, he would claim their daughter as well.

      One in every two thousand younglings returned to the Waters of Poseidon. These young would eventually reside in the waters instead of living on land. The reasons for the Longing were unknown, but neither were the younglings discouraged from the choice. Their now youngest, Shaneva, had been showing signs of the Longing prior to Canry's birth and, as natural as the Longing was to the Mar'Sani people, Ashari could not help but wonder what she had done that Poseidon would lay claim to two of her four younglings.

      A large Mar'Sani bull filled the doorway, his black scales gleaming like polished rock against his resplendent red and gold imperial robes. Dark yellow eyes narrowed at the sight of Ashari lying on the platform, his barbed tail swishing side to side. The emperor strode into the room, a look of determination on his handsome face. Ashari was unfazed. She tucked the outfit back under her pillow as Valdor sat on the edge of the low bed.

      "Your attendants claim you are not hungry this morning." Valdor's voice was deep, resonating throughout the room.

      Ashari refrained from replying for there was nothing to say.

      "They also relay you are too tired to rise."

      Again, she responded with silence.

      Without another word, Valdor unlaced his boots and set them aside before climbing onto the platform. He gently nudged her to rise, and when she did he slid under Ashari before pulling her down to his chest. He released a great sigh and stroked the smooth ridge of her forehead until her curiosity slowly surfaced.

      "What are you doing?" Ashari inquired softly.

      "He… Canry was my son too. I miss his laugh. I miss watching him sleep. I miss… Being the emperor requires that I put my personal sorrows aside to care for others, but I cannot keep doing so if I lose my mate as well. I, too, hurt and grieve. I am exhausted and food holds no appeal. So I will lie with my beloved for a time and keep her company in her sorrow."

      Ashari buried her face in the curve of Valdor's neck, the scales pliant against her cheek. He needed her, Ashari reminded herself. Valdor never gave up.

      "I had hoped," he continued, "that I could pique your interest with something out of the ordinary. Interesting things are happening in the skies, and I wish for you to share the discovery with me. I think we both need a break from our lives. Besides, you know how I love listening to council drone on about the quality of city paving stones. It is all very thrilling choosing between red or green."

      Ashari abruptly laughed through her tears. "And what is going on in the upper atmosphere that would draw your attention away from your duty with the council?"

      "A human science vessel was discovered floating in space within the borders of our patrol."

      "Are they certain the ship is human?" Ashari asked. "Terrens are not allowed this deep into Andromedan space."

      The Terrens—humans—had been quarantined to their quadrant of the nearby Milky Way by Andromeda's Galactic Imperials for the last fifty cycles. Most of the humans who traveled in space were employed by one of the four major Terren corporations. They operated freely within their area of space under the Earth-Sun Alliance. Their quadrant was made up of a group of colonized planets, terraformed moons, and worlds that were forcibly taken over by the Terrens before the Galactic Imperials received word of the Terrens' horrific colonization policies.

      It had been the Terrens' treatment of the GyrFalconi on Aries 7 that caused the Andromedan Emperors to issue a cease order, which the Terrens ignored after they killed Valespia's imperial ambassador. Later, at the conclusion of the Twenty Year War that had almost bankrupted the four corporations, the human representatives claimed a misunderstanding and asked for a truce. They swore they were unaware they had overstepped the Galactic Inter-Planetary Regulations until the Cypress of Neighn Council played back the public executions of the galactic delegates that the humans had broadcast on all their networks.

      Per the treaty the Terrens signed, they agreed to strict operating guidelines. They were not allowed to travel Andromedan space without authorization. They were also required to pay restitution to the GyrFalconi for four hundred Galactic Standard years. If the Terrens invaded, made war with, or destroyed a sentient planet then Andromeda's Galactic Imperial Patrol, also know as GIP, would take over the Terren quadrant of the Milky Way and dissolve all offending operating companies.

      Valdor pulled a handheld communicator from his robe pocket. "Finding a Terren research vessel so far from their approved travel course is alarming. Warlord Sohm'lan is attempting to discover the purpose of a human vessel this far into Andromedan space before we report it to GIP."

      He checked his watch. "The ship should be docked at the orbital station by now. Two away teams, Deimos and Phobos, have been sent to board the vessel and gather information. Warlord Sohm'lan is monitoring their progress from Ares Station. I have been given the operation codes. Do you mind if I listen to the transmissions?"

      Ashari found a comfortable spot on Valdor's chest to pillow her head. "No, love, I do not mind."

      Valdor switched on the handheld and entered his security sequence. For a few brief seconds there was silence before the first transmission came through.

      "Team Deimos, this is Ares Station, report your activity."

      "Warlord, this is Deimos reporting. We have boarded the deep space science vessel Asclepius. While waiting for the airlock to engage, I noticed EM net burns on the ship's hull. Upon boarding, there is evidence of short-range phaser discharges within the corridors. All lifepods have been deployed. Team Phobos is checking the data core. We have detected one life-form and request permission to investigate."

      "Proceed with caution, Deimos. Team Phobos, report in," came the command from Ares Station.

      Ashari's eyes drift closed as she listened to the radio chatter, not paying much attention to the conversation. It was merely background noise to keep her from thinking for the moment, allowing her to relax, something she had been unable to do since Canry was lost.

      "Phobos reporting in. I do not know what happened, Ares. The data core was ejected with the life-pods, backup drive was viral. We have been unsuccessful in drawing information from secondary systems. There are some written records, which we are gathering now. Whatever the Terrens were doing here, they did not want anyone to know."

      "Ares, this is Deimos. We have tracked the life-form to the medical bay. You are not going to believe this, Sir. They left behind a youngling."

      Ashari's eyes popped open. Surely she heard incorrectly.

      "Say again, Deimos," commanded Ares Station.

      "A Terren infant," Deimos repeated. "He's about two moons old. From what we have translated so far from the paper chart, his name is Zeus. There is no other information besides confirmation of his health."

      Ashari sat up and stared at Valdor. Could it be that Poseidon had shown her a small mercy?

      "Any contagion or other reason given why the youngling was abandoned, Deimos?" asked Ares Station.

      "None that I can see, Ares. The youngling is blind. I did not know humans practiced culling." Deimos responded. For the first time, derision colored the clinical dialog of the military officers.

      "They are heathens," Ashari could hear the hiss of disgust in Ares's voice. "Everyone knows the atrocities they perpetrated on Aries 7. Prepare the youngling for transport. I will send in a medical team to double-check for contagion. They will bring a unit to decontaminate your team as a precaution before we transport the youngling to the base. Ares out."

      Ashari's heart fluttered and her breath quickened. Had Poseidon sent…? Oh, Gods above, could she even begin to hope? The youngling, Zeus, was two moons old. Canry had been taken two moons ago. Was this coincidence or an omen? No, this was a gift. He was a gift. That was how she would choose to see the situation. Ashari slid over the silk bedding to the edge of the platform.

      "Ashari, what are you doing?" Valdor inquired, his golden eyes watching her with poorly disguised optimism.

      She rang for her attendants, then turned and regarded her ever-patient mate. Judging by Valdor's expression, the joy and excitement had to be written on her features. "I am going to get dressed so that I can pick up our son."

      "Ashari." Valdor moved to the edge of the platform, never taking his gaze from her. "He is not our Canry. He is not even our species." His voice was soft and full of repressed agony.

      Clasping her hands in front of her, she stared at the floor as she marshaled her thoughts. "No, this youngling is not our Canry. For some reason Poseidon has claimed our son."

      "Ashari…" Sorrow made Valdor's voice crack.

      "No, Love," she replied softly. "I know what others believe. Regardless, he is not dead. I would know if the Fade had claimed Canry in the Waters. My connection to him is still there, though faint. The string has not been cut, but for whatever reason, Poseidon has taken him beyond our reach. Instead, he has given us the young of another to care for."

      Valdor was a male Mar'Sani. Bulls did not have the same connection to their offspring, and she could tell he desperately wanted to believe her. Valdor met Ashari's gaze. "Zeus?" Hope slowly dawned over his severe expression.

      "Yes, Zeus." Ashari waited patiently for Valdor's decision. Matched as younglings, he had known her for all their lives. He could read her like no other, and she allowed him that opportunity now. Valdor needed to believe her, and more importantly, he needed to accept the young of another in his home, among his family, as a true son. She knew this truth just as surely as if Poseidon himself had whispered confirmation in her ear. So she waited for Valdor to wade through his thoughts and emotions, almost certain he would come to the same conclusion as she.

      Valdor laced his boots up and stood, stomping his feet slightly to settle his shoes. Crossing to Ashari, he took her hands in his and pressed a warm kiss into each palm. He regarded her intently with his large, yellow eyes, the black slash of his elliptical pupils barely noticeable.

      "Would you like me to ready the twins?" he offered. "I imagine they would like to meet their brother." Valdor grinned, flashing his needle-sharp teeth at her inadvertent exclamation of joy.

      Ashari glanced over as her attendants rushed into the room. They halted in surprise at the sight of her and Valdor standing in the middle of the room laughing together.

      "You will want to have something done about your claws. I heard Terrens are soft-skinned." Valdor kissed Ashari's palms again, then withdrew to be replaced by a half-dozen attendants.

      Ashari watched him stride to the door, his shoulders no longer slumped with sorrow. He had been so much stronger than she, silently bearing his own grief while attending to others. She had been so focused on her loss that she had lost sight of her family and they still needed her.

      "I will notify the warlords of your impending arrival," Valdor called from the exit before he disappeared into the corridor.

      

      Several hours later, Ashari swept out of the room, dressed as she had not been since the disappearance of her youngest son. She appeared the empress of old: full of life and purpose, radiant in the reds and shimmering golds that made her black scales appear liquid. Bangles chimed at her wrists, though the only ring she wore was the promise ring Valdor had given her when they were sixteen summers.

      Stopping outside the younglings' ward, Ashari smiled softly as the twins, Azaes and Mestor, helped each other dress, steadfastly ignoring the assistance the nannies offered. They were five summers old and already too smart for their own good.

      "Little bulls?"

      The young bulls' heads snapped up at her voice. In her grief, she had barely seen them. They gave enthusiastic bellows and rushed toward her. Their relief and happiness were evident in their exuberant display. She met them on bended knee, pressing her forehead to theirs. Small hands touched her face, searching for reassurance, and she gave it as she sang a heartfelt greeting of love to them.

      "Where are we going, Meme?" Azaes asked, taking one of her hands as Mestor claimed the other.

      Together they walked abreast down the hall. People stopped and stared at her and her sons as she strode by; some whispered behind their hands, but others grinned and gave small waves. Ashari paid them no mind, too excited to socialize. Outside the palace, the Basilisc Guards handed over their security to the Monticore Guards who helped her and the twins to a sleek glider. The driver opened the door. Ashari followed Azaes and Mestor as they scrambled into the vehicle. She buckled the boys into the plush seats before commanding the driver to head to Ares Station.

      The glider exited the palace grounds with little fanfare. The military space station was situated inland on the other side of the Somiathracen mountain range located north of the city. The royal family lived in Atlainticia's capital, Thrace, the largest of the four major cities hugging the shores of the Great Sea. The domed buildings of the city climbed up the side of the low mountain range, intermingling with thick jungle foliage and rounded, weather-worn cliffs.

      They crossed over three bridged waterfalls before entering the tunnel that would take them to the other side of the Somiathracen Mountains. On the far side of the mountain, the tropical forest sprawled for vast distances until the trees gave away to the grassy plains bordering the Black Sands Desert. They would not travel as far as the desert, but it would be far enough that the shuttle activity did not bother those who lived on the outskirts of Thrace.

      "You never said where we are going," Mestor inquired. Both he and Azaes watched her intently.

      "We are picking up a youngling today."

      "Canry?" Azaes asked hopefully before Ashari could finish.

      Ashari reached across and took Mestor's and Azaes's hands. "Canry is with Poseidon now."

      "Is he not coming home?" Mestor squeezed her hand lightly.

      "I do not know. That depends on Poseidon." She wished she had more to give to them. The twins were young, though they had not been in the nursery for two summers now. She had hoped their youth would help buffer them to the loss of a sibling, that they had not formed an attachment to their young brother yet. Now… She prayed they would be open to the youngling she would soon bring into their life.

      The glider exited the dark tunnel onto the jungle parkway. Old, thick branches arched over the road as the vehicle sliced through dappled spots of sunlight cast by the foliage.

      "Is that why you cried all the time? The servants said you would fade because you were sick for Canry," Azaes confided. His eyes blinked rapidly several times, the only sign of how affected he had truly been by her withdrawal.

      Ashari ached to pull the twins into her lap but it was not safe while the glider was in motion. "Yes, I miss your brother terribly, but I am not fading."

      "Bringing a youngling home, is that what helped you to not be sick?" Mestor kicked his feet nervously.

      "Canry will always be with us, no matter where Poseidon has taken him. We are not replacing him." Ashari had not considered how they would react to a new youngling in the house. Her boys questioned everything, and she could not dilute her explanation. They were more affected by the loss of their brother than she had believed them to be. Ashari was ashamed that in her grief, she had believed them to be sheltered from the sorrow.

      She had been so very wrong.

      The rainforest suddenly gave way to a cleared grassy field bordered by trees. Off in the distance, beyond the administrative buildings, were the half-dozen launch pads. Ashari saw only one stationary ship on the tarmac before the glider turned into the drive for the main complex.

      Mar'Sani architecture shunned sharp angles for soft curves, rounded edges, and domed peaks. When forced to use ninety-degree corners in construction, the engineers over-compensated by rounding out the angles, and adding cupolas and softly peaked windows. This gave the military base a fanciful appearance which was accentuated by marine colors ranging from deep greens to turquoise blue.

      The glider stopped in front of the command center, where Warlord Sohm'lan, along with other officers, waited outside the great arching doorway. Unbuckling from the seat, she knelt in front of her boys and kissed each on the forehead.

      "I love you so very much," she whispered. The twins trilled their delight. "Now, are you ready to meet your new brother?"

      Without answering her, they scrambled to release the belts that secured them to their seats. The Monticore took up formation around the vehicle and along the walk to the building before the driver opened the door to the glider. The twins bounded out of the glider ahead of Ashari and ran down the stone-paved walkway to Sohm'lan. They hopped around him, hissing with excitement, their tails causing mayhem as they unintentionally lashed the other officers' legs as they circled Sohm'lan. The officers hastily moved away lest they accidentally tripped over the little princelings. Sohm'lan held still while he watched the younglings dance around him in their enthusiasm. The dark brown of his scales blended perfectly with his military uniform, allowing him to easily disappear in the Atlainticia rainforest, until his luminous blue eyes were revealed.

      "Empress," Sohm'lan murmured calmly. "The emperor said you would claim the Terren youngling."

      "I have come to pick up my Mar'Sani son, Warlord." Ashari's voice was flinty. She gazed coolly at Sohm'lan, glancing behind him to take in the silenced officers. Humans were not held in high regard throughout Andromedan space. She would not tolerate discrimination of any kind. Once she claimed the youngling, he would be Mar'Sani and raised no differently than those born of her womb. They needed to understand her stance quickly, before she or Valdor were forced to take issue with malicious talk or deeds.

      Warlord Sohm'lan bowed deeply, making a hiss-click display of the highest respect. After their initial shock, the attending officers scrambled to give various forms of acknowledgment, although not as reverent as Sohm'lan's gesture had been.

      "Then let me escort you to the prince." Warlord Sohm'lan opened the door for Ashari and the twins.

      In the far corner of the medical center, a doctor stared into a makeshift birth bed as the youngling sniffled and mewled. Ashari halted for a second in surprise when she realized her body responded to the infant's noises as if it knew she would be nursing again. Azaes and Mestor rushed to peer inside the shell.

      "Greetings, Empress Ashari." The doctor bowed slightly, taking in the group of military officers following in her wake. "I am Solon, the leader of Team Deimos."

      "You found the boy?"

      "Yes, Your Highness. He was in cryosleep, and has just awakened. The decontamination team cleared him before we took him from the abandoned vessel. His blood is clean of any harmful bacteria or viruses. We bathed him well when we arrived, but his skin may break out due to the chemicals used to make sure he was free of contagion. I have sent a team back onto the Terren ship to locate food for the youngling. The database on human infants has been very helpful about his needs."

      The twins immediately started with their questions, their twin connectivity easy to see in that moment. "He is so soft," Azaes whispered in awe.

      "And he has no scales," replied Mestor.

      "Will he grow scales?" Azaes tapped the infant's fingernail.

      "His head is fuzzy?"

      "He must grow fur …" Azaes leaned in and sniffed the hair.

      "Instead of scales." Mestor nodded his agreement.

      "Oh! He is changing colors."

      "He is chimera then?"

      "I want to be chimera, too."

      "I like his eyes." Mestor touched his own eyelid.

      "All the females will want him for his eyes." Azaes scowled.

      "That is okay, they can look." Mestor crossed his arms over his chest, giving a tiny but fierce frown.

      "Yes, and we will protect him." Azaes placed his fist on his hip, exactly like his father when his word would become law.

      Mestor gazed up at Ashari. "What is his name, Meme?"

      "He is called Zeus." She gave her sons a heartfelt smile, so very proud of the two of them. They would grow to be fine males one day.

      Azaes nodded his head solemnly. "Because he is from the sky. Poseidon named him well."

      Mestor ran his fingers down Zeus's arm. "He is soft," her little prince whispered, then smiled when the youngling grabbed his finger in a fist. "Meme, he could be easily hurt."

      Azaes scented the youngling again. "He is definitely from the sky—he smells like rain."

      Zeus started mewling again, and Ashari's body responded by lactating. She had been breast feeding Canry when… She had thought her mother's milk dried up. Now the strange noises the young made, so different from the noises of the younglings she had given birth to, seemed to awaken her body. Poseidon was merciful in this gift.

      "The team should be back soon so we can feed him," Dr. Solon offered when Zeus's noises rose in volume.

      "I do not think that will be necessary." Ashari grinned. "Show me how to pick up and hold the youngling, doctor."

      Mestor and Azaes stepped back and watched Dr. Solon with rapt attention. Ashari was glad she had listened to Valdor regarding her claws because the youngling was impossibly soft and fragile compared to what she was used to. They all seemed to be holding their breath as she settled Zeus into her arms.

      Ashari had never seen a human before, but there was something—she could not quite put her finger on it—something about him called to her. Zeus's silvery white eyes stared unblinkingly up at her, his toothless mouth open in an O, pink tongue making a soft sucking sound. He did smell like rain, warm and clean. The black fuzz on his head floated straight out, dark blue highlights streaked throughout. The youngling had her completely mesmerized.

      Zeus's creamy alabaster skin began to turn pink, then a deeper red. A wail to rival their military sirens burst from the babe. Ashari smiled with utter delight, eyes bright and wide as she listened to the beautiful noise. Mestor and Azaes hissed in excitement and started dancing around her. That was the sound of a great warrior. She offered the youngling her tit, and he latched on with robust effort. Yes, he was a fighter.

      Ashari spent the day in a sort of daze. After she said her farewells to the officers, she and the twins left for court where they devoted the afternoon to showing the young bull off to any who glanced their way. The emperor watched them from afar, not once approaching. Ashari thought nothing of it, as consumed as she was with the new addition to their family. There were a few who barely refrained from giving offense to her, but she thought most were open to the little prince.

      When evening came, Ashari looked on as the nannies carried the twins to their room. Having refused to leave Zeus, Azaes and Mestor had fallen asleep on the floor around Canry's birth bed where Zeus now slept. She could not blame her sons. The longer the youngling was with them, the more tied to them he became. She found herself sitting in the darkened nursery long past the time to retire to bed. The sorrow of the morning was hard to recall as she gazed out the window at the night-draped city.

      Valdor entered the nursery, leaning over to peer into Shaneva's bed. Their daughter spent the majority of her day in the Waters of Poseidon. Soon they would need to find foster parents. Already her presence had drawn a couple of small family pods. Ashari could not deny her daughter what she needed, even if those needs took Shaneva away from the family.

      Ashari watched from her dark corner as Valdor gazed lovingly at his sleeping daughter for some time. His duties kept him away from his family for long hours, sometimes well into the night. Even so, Ashari did not regret the weight of her or Valdor's responsibilities. This was who they were, what they were meant to do.

      Zeus gurgled happily within Canry's birth bed. Ashari watched as Valdor crossed the room and peered inside, holding her breath as Valdor stared, his brow slightly wrinkled as he regarded the youngling within. Zeus's tiny fists waved defiantly in the air, his milky white skin gleaming pearlescent in the glow of the double moons. Downy blue-black hair lay in fluffy waves around the infant's head, but it was the eyes with their not quite silver irises staring expressionlessly that seemed to hold Valdor transfixed. Ashari lost track of time as Valdor watched the youngling fall asleep.

      "You were right, love," Valdor whispered as he stepped away from the birth bed. "Little Zeus is a gift from Poseidon. He has given us another youngling to call our own."
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      Zeus was dreaming, trapped in that space between deep sleep and wakefulness. He attempted to wake from the kaleidoscope of long-buried memories he did not wish to relive, but his body, his mind, ignored his insistent demands.

      "The past is important," Shaneva whispered in his ear. Stunned, Zeus quit struggling, wondering how his sister spoke to him in his dream. "It is time for you to recall what you have forgotten."

      Zeus sensed a hand grasp his, pulling him backward.

      He was blind again… no, not again. He was young, maybe ten summers, and he followed the voices of his arguing brothers, Azaes and Mestor. When the twins had turned fifteen summers, Father had scheduled their military training with Warlord Sohm'lan. Earlier, the warlord had almost caught Azaes and Mestor breaking the rules, and Zeus was at fault.

      "We should not be teaching him anything. Zeus has not reached the appropriate age for training," Mestor whispered angrily. "If Sohm'lan finds out we have been secretly instructing Zeus, Father will not only restrict us to our rooms, but deny our own training."

      "It is your fault. You bloodied him!" Azaes hissed back. "You let your temper get away with you, and now Zeus has a split lip. There is no way we can hide that."

      Zeus's heart beat wildly. He did not want to lose his lessons with his brothers just because he had not ducked quickly enough. He would do better next time; he simply needed to make sure they understood so he would not be shut out of lessons again.

      Even blind, Zeus knew there were distinct differences between his family and himself. When he touched their cool skin his fingertips slid over the fine, delicate scales that covered their bodies. They did not have hair like him, instead a single row of retractable barbs that ran from the crown of their heads all the way down the center of their backs to the tips of their thick tails. He was jealous that he did not have a tail of his own. Theirs were strong and heavy, like a fifth limb. His brothers often used it to prop themselves up as they stood. Soon the twins would learn how to use the appendage in close combat.

      Yet with all the differences, and despite the discreetly-whispered comments from a few of the court nobles, Zeus considered himself Mar'Sani. They would too if he could only prove himself to be as skilled as a born Mar'Sani warrior. But in order to do so, he needed to be able to train.
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